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T
he genesis of the National Historic
Landmarks (NHL) program was the
Historic Sites Act of 1935, which
d i rects the Secre t a ry of the Interior

to study, document, and designate nationally-sig-
nificant historic sites. The National Historic
P re s e rvation Act of 1966 expanded the
S e c re t a ry ’s responsibilities to promote pre s e rv a-
tion, declaring that it is the policy of the federal
g o v e rnment to provide leadership to and encour-
agement in the pre s e rvation of prehistoric and
historic re s o u rces of federal agencies, American
Indian tribes, state and local governments, pri-
vate entities, and individuals. 

The lead in the national historic pre s e rv a t i o n
p rogram was delegated to the National Park

S e rvice (NPS), which promotes historic pre s e rv a-
tion through a number of programs, including list-
ing pro p e rties in the National Register of Historic
Places and the National Historic Landmarks pro-
gram. Pro p e rties listed in the National Register
may be of local, state, or national significance.
P ro p e rties designated as NHLs are limited to those
of national significance, and must be designated
by the Secre t a ry of the Interior. To date, 2,210
buildings, districts, stru c t u res, sites, and objects
have been designated as NHLs, embodying and
exemplifying important national aspects of
American history and pre h i s t o ry. 

The NHL program is administered thro u g h
the National Historic Landmarks Surv e y, which
studies and documents historic and arc h e o l o g i c a l

p ro p e rties, and the National
Historic Landmarks Assistance
Initiative, which monitors the
condition of designated NHLs
and provides technical assistance
to promote their pre s e rv a t i o n .
The NPS provides technical assis-
tance, including training in, and
i n f o rmation concerning, pro f e s-
sional pre s e rvation methods and
techniques and the administra-
tion of the historic pre s e rv a t i o n
p rogram at the federal, state, and
local levels, and works with pub-
lic and private partners to pro-
mote stewardship of the nation’s
cultural re s o u rc e s .
E n d a n ge red NHLs

An important facet of the
NHL Assistance Initiative is mon-
itoring and re p o rting on the con-
dition of the nation’s Landmarks.
To pre p a re the re p o rt, NPS field
s t a ff consult State Historic
P re s e rvation Offices, site man-
agers, and owners of NHLs to
a s c e rtain their condition. The
re p o rt identifies the NHL’s signifi-
cance, threats to its integrity—the
characteristics that help us under-
stand its significance—and re c-
ommendations for its
p re s e rvation. This re p o rt is sent

Susan Escherich

The National Historic Landmarks
Assistance Initiative 

Market Hall and
Sheds NHL,
Charleston,South
Carolina.Market
Hall,built in 1841,
is one of a small
number of 19th-
century market
complexes extant in
the United States.
The NPS provided a
condition assess-
ment report used
by the city in its
subsequent restora-
tion of this NHL.
Photo by Lee
Nelson.

Union Station NHL,
St.Louis, Missouri.
The trainshed of
this impressive High
Victorian station
was, when con-
structed in the early
1890s, the largest
continuous train
shed in the countr y.
Innovative adaptive
re-use, using the
NPS-administered
historic tax credits ,
allowed retention of
this essential com-
ponent of the NHL.



to Congress and is used by policy makers, owners,
and friends of NHLs to promote their pre s e rv a t i o n .
For the last 10 years, approximately 6% of NHLs
have been found to be seriously damaged or
t h reatened, and an additional 10% potentially
e n d a n g e red. 

The number of NHLs newly identified as
e n d a n g e red usually is fairly close to—and in two
recent years actually matches—the number
removed from danger each year. Appro x i m a t e l y
80% of threatened and damaged NHLs are deterio-
rated; erosion is also a major threat, particularly to
a rcheological sites. The process of identifying and
prioritizing needed treatments for deteriorated
p ro p e rties and fundraising to carry them out is
often time consuming. The average length of time
a pro p e rty is listed as damaged or threatened is
four and a half years, but some pro p e rties have
been listed for over 10 years. Deterioration can
eventually become irreversible and an import a n t
example of the nation’s heritage can be lost for-
e v e r. 

Of the NHLs listed as damaged in 1996, 37
have been listed continuously for 10 or more
years. Of these, 14 are archeological sites, 12 are

historic districts, and 11 are
buildings. 

In order to facilitate re p a i r s
of damaged NHLs, the NPS has
p rovided condition assessments
of over 92 pro p e rties. These con-
dition assessments are based on
c a reful professional analysis of
the physical condition of the
buildings. They describe existing
conditions and prioritize tre a t-
ments needed to stabilize or
repair the buildings, with esti-
mated costs of the work. These
can be used by owners to seek
funding and direct necessary
work on the buildings. While in
recent years the NPS has not had
the funding to carry out as many
condition assessments, they
remain an important pre s e rv a t i o n
tool. 

Another widespread thre a t
to the integrity of NHLs is incom-
patible construction or re p a i r s .
This can often be prevented by
education on the importance of
p re s e rving a pro p e rt y ’s materials,
f e a t u res, spaces and setting. The
NPS pre p a res and distributes
technical publications* t h a t
explain how to pre s e rve, re p a i r,
and adapt historic pro p e rties for
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One of the radial
arms of Eastern
State Penitentiary
NHL, Philadelphia,
PA. Eastern State,
built in the 1820s,
was a model
prison for its time ,
built with the aim
of reforming pris-
oners through iso-
lation which would
encourage them to
meditate on their
behavior and
repent. It has an
active friends’
group which is
seeking a viable
adaptive reuse for
the buildings.

The blockhouse at
the British Camp,
American and
English Camps
NHL, San Juan
Island,WA.This
Blockhouse was
restored by the
NPS, but continues
to be threatened
by deterioration
caused by tidal
inundation.

Mound at Holly
Bluff NHL,Yazoo
County, MS. Land
levelling to allow
the use of large
agricultural
machines has
destroyed many
Native American
archeological sites .
Courtesy NPS .
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new uses in ways that pre s e rv e
their integrity. Income-pro d u c i n g
historic pro p e rties which are
rehabilitated according to the
S e c re t a ry of the Interior’s
S t a n d a rds for Rehabilitation m a y
be able to benefit from a 20% tax
c redit. This program is also
a d m i n i s t e red by the NPS.
Te chnical Assistance to Owners

The NPS trains owners and
managers of NHLs through con-
f e rences and workshops acro s s
the country. Areas of training may
include: identifying sources of
financial assistance and writing
historic pre s e rvation grant appli-
cations; technical pre s e rv a t i o n
techniques and standards; infor-
mation on pre s e rvation org a n i z a-
tions, legislation affecting historic
p re s e rvation, or marketing NHLs
that are open to the public. The
NPS may offer assistance in
i m p roving the historical docu-
mentation of a Landmark, in
identifying contributing stru c-
t u res, or in defining or updating
boundaries if needed. The NPS
a rchitects may assist owners with
a rchitectural design assistance or
re v i e w, or planning for adaptive
reuse for historic buildings,
including meeting the Secre t a ry
of the Interior’s Standards for

Historic Rehabilitation and qualifying for federal
rehabilitation tax credits. State Historic
P re s e rvation Offices also have architects trained in
these areas who can offer assistance to owners of
historic pro p e rt i e s .

This spring, the NPS asked owners and man-
agers of NHLs what services and information were
of most use to them. As could be predicted, raising
funds to maintain, re p a i r, and operate their his-
toric pro p e rties was the predominant concern .
I n f o rmation and assistance on marketing their
p ro p e rties as tourist destinations and condition
assessments of pro p e rties were also very import a n t
to many owners. The next most desired serv i c e s
w e re information on pre s e rvation law that might
a ffect historic pro p e rties and information on avail-
able grants and on grant writing.

Over half of the owners who responded said
that their NHLs had been listed in the annual
re p o rt to Congress on endangered and damaged
NHLs. Half of these had used the re p o rt to publi-
cize the importance and needs of the NHL, and
25% had used it in fundraising to pre s e rve their

Amana Colonies
NHL,Iowa County,
IA.The Amana
Colonies were
established by the
utopian Amana
Society in the
1850s. Many of
the buildings are
still in their original
use;others, like this
Bakery, which is
now a bed and
breakfast,have
been adapted to
keep them eco-
nomically viable.

Amana Colonies
NHL,Iowa County,
IA.Incompatible
signage disrupts
the historic atmos-
phere of the NHL.

Vieux Carré NHL,
New Orleans, LA.
The Vieux Carré,an
85-block area of
old New Orleans,
retains most of the
original city plan
laid out in 1721.It
contains a variety
of distinctive histor-
ical architectural
styles. Skyscrapers
built adjacent to
the historic district
provide a jarring
note to the historic
district.
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p ro p e rties. Of those who used it in fundraising,
35% had sought private grants and 31% state
grants. Nine percent had used the re p o rt in seek-
ing protective legislation for their NHLs.

Sixty-nine percent of the owners were inter-
ested in a conference to meet with other owners
and experts. They were most interested in the top-
ics of fund raising, pre s e rvation issues and techni-
cal assistance, accessibility under the Americans
with Disabilities Act, condition assessments,
s t ronger laws to protect historic buildings, and a
crafts/trades re g i s t ry.

The NPS asked owners how many had
access to the Internet and the World Wide We b ,
since sharing of information via these media is
fast and inexpensive. The NPS already has a cul-

tural re s o u rces web site
< h t t p : / / w w w. c r.nps.gov> and spon-
sors an Internet discussion gro u p
for owners. The web site has
i n f o rmation on the many cultural
re s o u rce programs of the National
Park Service and its pre s e rv a t i o n
p a rtners that can provide assis-
tance to owners outside the
National Park Service itself. The
discussion group allows owners to
ask questions and share inform a-
tion among themselves. The NPS
is currently a little ahead of the
c u rve, however. As of March, 45%
of the NHL owners could access

the Internet and 42% could access the World Wi d e
Web. As more and more people gain access to
these powerful communication tools, owners will
be able to communicate with each other and the
NPS much more efficiently that is possible now.

When asked whether they would like infor-
mation about their NHL posted on the Web as
p a rt of an educational eff o rt by the NHL
Assistance Initiative, three quarters of the re s p o n-
dents said yes. Thirty-six percent of re s p o n d e n t s
either have or are planning their own web site,

and would like to be linked to the NPS NHL web
home page when it is developed. Such linkages
will help the public to learn more about
A m e r i c a n ’s NHLs and help those that are open to
the public to publicize their importance and how
to find them.

Sixty-four percent of the respondents indi-
cated they would be interested in an owners’ org a-
nization that would provide a framework for
networking, sharing ideas for pre s e rvation, joining
together for marketing, etc. If established as an
independent organization, such an org a n i z a t i o n
could also identify and promote legislative mea-
s u res that would help the pre s e rvation of NHLs for
f u t u re generations. The NPS can help put owners
in touch with each other and provide technical
i n f o rmation. 

Cripple Creek
NHL, Cripple
Creek, CO.
Gambling intro-
duced into historic
mining towns such
as Cripple Creek
has often resulted
in the gutting or
demolition of all
but the facades of
the historic build-
ings.

Photos by author
unless otherwise
noted.

Resurrection
Manor NHL,St.
Mary’s County,
MD.This 17th-cen-
tury farmhouse
belonged to the
grandfather of
Lord Charles
Cornwallis, British
forces commander
during the
American
Revolutionary War.
It has been
allowed to deterio-
rate by its private
owner.The federal
government cannot
mandate that a
private owner
maintain his prop-
erty, even if it is an
NHL.

The National Historic Landmarks
Assistance Initiative has three go a l s :
• to preserve NHLs;
• to improve services to owners of

NHLs; and
• to build a constituency for the

preservation of America’s cultural
resources through public education.
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Owners were also overwhelmingly (84%)
i n t e rested in receiving a newsletter that would
cover areas such as historic pre s e rvation news
and legislation, case studies of existing NHLs,
fundraising and marketing strategies, and updates
on new NHLs.

The NPS will use the findings of the owners’
s u rvey to guide its technical assistance activities
in the future. Pre s e rvation professionals located in
NPS offices across the country (see accompanying
box) work with owners and friends of National
Historic Landmarks, and with other pre s e rv a t i o n
o rganizations to promote the pre s e rvation of these

nationally-significant pro p e rties which embody our
s h a red heritage. 
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

N o t e
* NPS Heritage Preservation Services has produced a

large number of technical publications over 25

years of providing leadership and guidance in his-

toric preservation. For catalogs, phone 202-343-

9583 or email <hps-info@nps.gov>. Publications

and video tapes for training are listed on the World

Wide Web at <www.cr.nps.gov>.
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

Susan Escherich is the Coordinator of the National

Historic Landmarks Assistance Initiative, NPS.

NPS N ATIONAL HISTORIC LANDMARKS ASSISTANCE I N I T I AT I V E

Heritage Pre s e rvation Serv i c e s
National Center for Cultural Resource Stewardship & Part n e r s h i p s

1849 C Street, NW, Mail Stop 2255 
Washington, D.C. 20240

Susan Escherich, Coordinator: 202-343-9591

Alaska Support Off i c e
2525 Gambell St., Room 107
Anchorage, AK 99503
Linda Cook: 907-261-2658
Sande Anderson: 907-261-2547

A K

Columbia Cascades Support Off i c e
909 First Av e n u e
Seattle, WA 98104-1060
Hank Florence: 206-220-4133

ID, WA, OR

G reat Plains Support Off i c e
1079 Jackson Stre e t
Omaha, NE 68102
Dena Sanford: 402-221-3429 K S , N E , S D , N D
Rachel Franklin Weekley: 402-221-3921 AR, IA, MO

G reat Lakes Support Off i c e
1079 Jackson Stre e t
Omaha, NE 68102
William Nelligan: 402-221-3748 MI, MN, WI
Diane Miller: 402-221-3749 IL, IN, OH

Pacific Great Basin Support Off i c e
600 North Harrison Street, Suite 600
San Francisco, CA 94107-1372
415-427-1398 

Ann Huston—CA, HI, NV, American Samoa,
Commonwealth of the Nort h e rn Mariana Islands,
Federated States of Micronesia, Republic of Palau,
Republic of the Marshall Islands

Philadelphia Support Off i c e
Second and Chestnut Stre e t s
Philadelphia, PA 19106
Bill Bolger: 215-597-1578
Kate Catalano Milley: 215-597-1580

C T, DE, DC, ME, MD, MA, NH, NJ,
N Y, PA , V T, VA, WV

Rocky Mountain Support Off i c e
12795 West Alameda Parkway
P.O. Box 25287
D e n v e r, CO 80225-0287
Lysa We g m a n - F rench: 303-969-2842
Christine Whitacre: 303-969-2885

M T, WY, CO, UT

Southeast Support Off i c e
Atlanta Federal Center
1924 Building 
100 Alabama Street, SW
Atlanta, GA 30303
4 0 4 - 5 6 2 - 3 1 7 1
Cecil McKithan
Mark Barn e s
Frank Miele

AL, FL, GA, KY, LA, MS, NC, PR, SC, TN, VI

Southwest Support Off i c e
P.O. Box 728
Santa Fe, New Mexico 87504
5 0 5 - 9 8 8 - 6 7 8 8
Catherine Colby 

AZ, NM, TX, OK


